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Abstract 
The purpose of the present research is to investigate the role of student associations in leadership development of engineering 
students. The research method is qualitative and is performed by semi-structured interview, focus groups and archival. 42 
engineering students were selected by purposeful sampling method based on snowball sampling. After the interview, the data was 
analyzed based on Strubert 10-phase analysis method and by triangulation. Results indicated that student associations have a 
significant effect on leadership development of engineering students and enhance the individual, group and social capabilities of 
them.    
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
 
   Leadership is a very important factor in societies. It is why the developed societies seek to educate political, 
social, scientific, cultural, art and ethical leaders by a regular plan and using universities and higher education 
institutes. Actually, leadership is: "the art of mobilizing and driving others towards the want of trying and struggling 
for common ideals" (Kouzes & Posner, 1997, p.30). or it is "a process constituted of individual activities, 
interactions and actions which affect the systems inside and outside the organization" (Allen & Others, 1998).  
Centrality of the organizations of the 21st century is based upon leadership. Meanwhile, leadership development 
is considered as a significant and effective factor in universities. It can be acknowledged that student leadership 
development is a process which makes changes in the person and complex behaviors appear in the person due to 
difficult challenges (Drum, 1980). Besides, it "empowers students to mature and develop toward greater levels of 
leadership complexity, integration and proficiency over a period of time" (Miller, 1997, p.114). Astin (1984) found 
that involvement in university clubs or organizations, times spent in university associations, experience of leadership 
position in university activities, and leading class sessions may lead to students' leadership development. Astin 
(1993) described membership and involvement in university associations as a significant factor in students' 
leadership development. He asserted that the period of time a student spends on involvement in university activities 
and experiences have positive effects on the student's leadership development. Student associations have been 
established aiming at increasing and promoting scientific, cultural, ethical, social and political level of students and 
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the authorities are expected to pay more attention to such associations. In the present research, the researcher seeks 
to investigate the role of student associations in leadership development of the engineering students. Involvement in 
student associations increases the leadership opportunities and leads to student leadership development (Kezar and 
Moriarty, 2000). The hours spent in student associations and organizations per week improve the student leadership. 
Student associations and organizations have a key role in this regard (Guido-Dibrito & Bachelor, 1988). Pascarella 
and Terenzini (1991) found that student associations have enough potential for affecting student leadership 
development. Persons involved in student associations have more interaction with professors and have a better 
learning. Furthermore, it leads to their leadership development (Abrahamowicz, 1988). Students who intend to be 
involved in associations have better interpersonal and management skills and self-confidence. Besides, their 
capabilities are developed in different aspects (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Fitch, 1991; Astin, 1993). Pascarella 
and Terenzini(1991)Found that students can and do improve their leadership skills through involvement in such 
activities.Dugan(2006) found that community service positional leadership roles, student organization membership, 
and involvement in formal leadership programming each have differential impacts on students, leadership 
development. 
   Students' involvement in university associations increase their academic experiences and is followed with 
higher scientific achievements. Student leadership development is increased and students cope with difficulties 
better (Smith and Griffin, 1993; Cooper, Healy and Simpson, 1993). Involvement in student associations finally 
causes student leadership development: sense of responsibility, independence, acquiring academic experience, 
satisfaction and more positive attitude to life (Smith and Griffin, 1993; Schuch & Laverty, 1983; Craig & Warner, 
1991; Kuh, 1995; Astin, 1993). The present researcher intends to consider the following questions: 
1- What are the factors effective on involvement of engineering students in associations? 
2- What is the role of student associations in student leadership development?  
 
2. Research Method 
   The present research is a qualitative one. A qualitative research allows the researcher consider the quality of the 
best study on human performance and his impression of life as a significant activity. The present research has been 
conducted using semi-structural interview, focus groups, and archival by triangulation. The research population is 
included of all the engineering students selected by purposeful snow ball sampling. Sampling and interview should 
be continued till the analysis process reaches theoretical saturation (Brown, 1999; Denzin & Yvonna, 2000). In this 
research, also, a similar interview has been done. In the interview, 42 persons were involved (20 boys and 22 girls). 




              The findings indicated that the following factors are effective in involvement in student associations:  
1. Student’s personal characteristics: self-confidence, extraversion, emotional intelligence, self-efficacy, 
communication skills, eloquence skill, skill of understanding others 
2. Structural Factors:  
Organizational culture, organizational climate, leadership 
3. Background characteristics:  
Age, Sex, major 
4. Other Factors: Family, school, peer 
5. Environmental Factors: Political, social, economic, cultural, scientific 
 
Second Question: How is the role of student associations in student leadership development? 
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It helps persons in three individual, group and social levels as shown in table 1.  
 
Table 1. The dimensions of the role of student associations on student leadership development 
Dimensions Capabilities 
Individual  Self-consciousness and management construction, self-regulation  
 Congruence (coordination) and understanding others 
 Commitment  
 Negotiation and mutual understanding  
 Developing knowledge, skill and capability 
 Look at the issues from different view points  
 Transparency and clarity 
 Encouraging affection, hope and feeling in others 
Group   Cooperation 
 Membership in team and team thinking 
 Involvement in academic activities (education, research, services) 
 Negotiate with others 
 Making communications beyond university  
 Involvement in associations out of university  





Social  Values of citizenship and recognizing them 
 Having some knowledge of other organizations 
 Willingness to communicate with other institutions 
 Increasing awareness with regard to society 
 Cooperation with others 
 Awareness of the community events 
.  
4. Discussion and Conclusion  
 
   Academic associations are among important issues affecting various dimensions of students' development. In 
regard to the first question regarding factors effective on the students’ involvement in university, it has been 
indicated that such factors as character, environment, background, and factors before entering university could be 
effective in involvement in associations. Student associations have a very important role on student leadership 
development. The results of the research are in the same line with the results achieved by Pascarella & Terenzini 
(1991), Schuh (1983), Smith (1993), Astin (1993), Anaya (1996), Baxter Magolda (1992), and Cooper (1994). The 
second question of the research states how involvement in student associations could result in student leadership 
development. The results have indicated that development in three individual, group and social levels could raise 
students' capabilities. Astin (1993) found that involvement in associations could result in better student-faculty 
member communication as well as student-student communication. Pascarella & Terenzini (1991) found that 
involvement in associations would increase student leadership skill. Anaya (1996)  also found that involvement in 
associations would result in development as well as better and more effective learning in students. The results of the 
aforesaid research are also in the same line with the results of Cooper et al. (1993), Smith and Griffin (1993), Baxter 
Magolda (1992), Craig & Warner (1991), Astin (1993), and Kuh (1995). The present research indicated that:  
   Involvement in associations is effective on the student life of individuals, and results in the increase of students’ 
research and academic experience. Also, it increases the students’ cooperation with professors in different 
dimensions, and enhances the individuals’ motive. Therefore, the university authorities should pay a special 
attention to this important matter.      
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